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In the annual sessions of the United Nations Commission on Human Rights in Geneva, resolutions condemning African governments for gross and systematic violations of human rights are usually rejected with the whole African block against. Through such block voting even President Mugabe’s policies and actions against the rule of law in Zimbabwe have remained uncensored. Indeed, Africa’s record in the international venture for the realization of human rights looks rather dim. Behind it lies an apparently never-ending story of failing states and self-enriching elites. 	Similar governance factors apply to Africa’s record in development, as manifested in growing numbers of people facing more and more hardship in their attempts to sustain daily livelihoods. What is disputed, however, is the role of African culture in this respect. Roel van der Veen, for one, a civil servant who worked some six years in the Africa department of the Dutch ministry of foreign affairs, points to Africa’s internal political culture as an insurmountable impediment on the road towards modernity.​[1]​ Traditional Africa, in his view, not only has nothing to offer here, it is even regarded as the major stumbling block.
	In contrast, the reader of Hans Visser’s accounts of his many visits to African countries is touched precisely by the way in which this author grounds his hope in Africa’s communal culture.​[2]​ Sam Kobia, too, the World Council of Churches new General Secretary, derives his ‘Courage to Hope’ from within the continent.​[3]​ Notably, both writers find their frames of reference within a context of Christian thinking and community life. Cephas Omenyo, examining ‘Mission as Intercultural Theology’, goes even further. He points to the declining significance of Europe in world Christianity amidst a growing African influence. Omenyo sees this trend as not just a matter of numerical terms but also theologically. ‘Western theology’, he adds, ‘is incapable of providing answers to issues that are emerging in the African scene mainly because such issues do not obtain in the West’. Moreover, since Africa is a key player in the global transformation in world Christianity, it has a major stake in its shape.​[4]​
	In my contribution to this book in honour of Hans Visser I will focus on Human Rights, here also conceived as a mission. It implies a determined effort to protect the dignity of each and every human being against abuse of power. That mission is as old as human history. What is relatively new, however, is the international venture for the protection of human dignity through internationally accepted legal standards and generally accessible mechanisms for implementation. I shall relate my observations on the human rights mission in an African context to certain events and personal experiences, in Malawi in particular.


A Lent Letter in Malawi

Unquestionably, African political history since the days of liberation from colonial rule reflects a serious predicament. I see two fundamental issues here. Firstly, as the struggle was to replace foreign domination with local leadership, the African notion of good government became identical to indigenous rule. In Malawi, for example, the local term for democracy is ‘ufuru wa kudzilamulira’, meaning self-determination.​[5]​ Yet, merely representative democracy – ‘government of the people’ in Abraham Lincoln’s threefold definition of, for and by the people – implies more than just being ruled by one’s own leaders. Essential is the substitutability of those holding office whenever they are no longer held to properly represent their own people. Doubtless, the roots of an absolute way of interpreting public office all over Africa lie in colonially imposed models of indirect rule. In Franz Fanon’s terminology personalized absolute leadership may be seen as a reflection of ‘double alienation’. After leadership had been distorted into absolute rule (single alienation), those leaders transformed into tyrants were then returned to their people as if these men were the products of indigenous culture (double alienation). Indeed, it was because of the colonial power behind them that absolute leadership could come up.​[6]​
	Secondly, competitive leadership is rather alien to African culture anyway. In this connection it is particularly the Westminster electoral system of ‘the winner takes all’ that has proven to be unsuitable to African socio-political conditions. Quite understandably in this context, South Africa’s transition to majority rule (1990-1994) was tuned to power sharing combined with constitutional guarantees for accountable government – ’government for the people’ – and public participation: ‘government by the people’.
	In his L’ Afrique noire est mal partie René Dumont speaks of a ‘false start’, implying that independence meant no more than substitution of a local authoritarian and self-enriching elite for the colonial rulers.​[7]​ Malawi is one of the many African countries exemplifying this thesis. With the self-proclaimed title of ‘Life President’ its leader transformed his government in no time into a system of tyrannical rule. After many years of ruthless oppression of any sign of dissent it was the Catholic bishops in that country who found the courage to publicly address Dr Banda’s dreadful dictatorship. In a pastoral letter read in every Catholic Church in the country on the first Sunday of Lent, 1992, they referred not only to principles such as ‘the Dignity and Unity of Humankind’ but they also pointed to concrete failures and deficiencies in the country’s government. On ‘freedom of association and expression’, for example, the bishops stated:

	‘Academic freedom is seriously restricted; exposing injustices can be considered a 	betrayal; revealing some evils of our society is seen as slandering the country; 	monopoly of mass media and censorship prevents the expression of dissenting views; 	some people have paid dearly for their political opinions; access to public places like 	markets, hospitals, bus depots, etc. is frequently denied to those who cannot produce a 	party card; forced donations have become a way of life.’
	‘This is most regrettable. It creates an atmosphere of resentment among the citizens. It 	breeds a climate of distrust and fear. This fear of harassment and mutual suspicion 	generates a society in which the talents of many lie unused and in which there is little 	room for initiative.’​[8]​

Strikingly, the Bishops did not refer to international human rights standards as embodied in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights of 1948 and various Covenants and Conventions to which Malawi had acceded. Indeed, the United Nations’ Charter and Treaties based mechanisms for the realization of human rights had failed to exert any impact on Malawi’s political rule. As opposed to that downstream endeavor, the bishops’ approach had been upstream: starting from people’s own experiences of power and human dignity in practice. To illustrate what is meant here, let us divert now a little into these two ways of approaching the human rights mission.


The human rights mission as seen from two distinct angles





Figure 1 The Human Rights mission in a downstream perspective

The concentric circles presented above schematically exemplify human rights as a downstream effort: from standards set internationally downward towards people’s daily lives. Human rights, it should be borne in mind, constitutes an attempt to protect basic human dignity by law.​[9]​ As an international endeavor this effort is of relatively recent origin. It is a venture of a highly juridical nature, grounded in three stages: standard setting, monitoring of observance of those norms, and enforcement. It is particularly the latter that has proven to be rather difficult. The realization of human rights, it should be stressed, is not just a matter of state responsibility but refers to other human rights duty bearers as well. Indeed, semi-autonomous institutions like churches must be seen as ‘actors’, whose key initiatives are to be pervaded by the internationally accepted human rights standards, too.
	However, this whole downstream venture is faced with rather critical limitations. Briefly, protection of human dignity by law assumes ‘law and order’ in the sense that law functions as a way of guaranteeing security of people in their person, in their possessions and in their deals (implying enforcement of the rule that pacta sunt servanda), and settling disputes arising from conflicting interests, in a peaceful manner. Yet, in many a politico-juridical setting the role of universalistic state law is rather constrained. Strikingly, in their Lent letter the Malawian bishops referred to ‘our people’s experience of unfairness and injustice’.
	It is, furthermore, the values behind human rights norms that have to be ‘received’ in the sense of a cultural reception of the law.​[10]​ In reality there tend to be serious cultural constraints, too, although these may well differ from context to context, depending upon the concrete socio-cultural environment.




Figure 2 Human rights in an upstream perspective

	Here the whole course of action begins with people in processes of self-identification as rights-holders. The challenge they are facing in their daily lives is to find protection against all abuse of power, and to acquire the fundamental freedoms and basic entitlements that follow from respect for everyone’s basic human dignity. It is those at the grassroots themselves who know best what in their own context they are due. This, then, is to result in collective efforts to identify duty-bearers responsible for the constraints that the rights-holders face in their struggles for a decent life.





Downstream and upstream perspectives on human rights can be distinguished only theoretically; in reality they constitute two sides of what is basically one process: realization of the fundamental freedoms and basic entitlements that follow directly from the need to respect and protect the dignity of each and everyone. Again, the process of political transformation in Malawi offers a striking example. So let me return to my account of events in that country after the Catholic bishops had written their Lent letter of 1992.
	Although at least three local police chiefs had got hold of that letter, it was nevertheless kept away from the political authorities until the announced Sunday. At that first Sunday of Lent 1992 it was read from the pulpit in all Catholic churches. Naturally, this caused great commotion in the government’s quarters. The bishops were immediately held for questioning. That well-known response of Dr Banda’s oppressive government naturally caused some serious fears with regard to the their well-being. Yet, it became evident that the letter had been exemplary in the way in which it connected Christian social thinking​[12]​ with a determined and highly concrete fight against political abuse of power. The national support for the bishops that could be felt in all regions and corners of the country was supplemented by international pressure from Malawi’s donors. The bishops were released, an occurrence already experienced as a miracle, but political tension and anxiety continued to prevail.
	It was in this setting that the World Alliance of Reformed Churches (WARC) decided to send a human rights mission to Malawi, in solidarity with its major member church in that country, the Church of Central Africa Presbyterian (CCAP). Ben Masilo, at that time responsible for the Justice, Peace and Integrity of Creation desk of the National Council of Churches in Lesotho headed the delegation. Members were Chris Wigglesworth, General Secretary for World Mission and Unity of the Church of Scotland, Sarah Stephens of the WARC office in Geneva, and myself, at that time Chair of the Multilateral Department in Ecumenical Affairs of the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands but co-opted primarily as Chichewa speaker. Our assignment was twofold: convincing the local CCAP leadership of the need for full solidarity with the Catholic leadership, and to express to the (‘Life’) President the concerns of his sisters and brothers in the global Presbyterian community.
	The first challenge, then, was to secure an effective incorporation of the local Presbyterian leadership in the struggle. In our meeting together Ben Masilo spoke as follows: ‘In two years time or perhaps even earlier the political situation in this country will have changed completely. Then, your people will say to you: “Today things are easy, but when we were living in very difficult times, where were you?’’’ These persuasive efforts had effect: a joint letter was written to President Kamuzu Banda, following the bishops in the expression of their concerns and ending with the following paragraph:

Our only desire in writing to Your Excellency in this way is to promote the glory of God and the good of the people of Malawi. We neither represent nor desire any political power: we are simply trying to seek first the Kingdom of God and His Justice (Matthew 6:33).​[13]​ 

In order to blame the CCAP leadership for this critical letter the local Church leaders were called to the headquarters of the Malawi Congress Party (MCP), the country’s only recognized political organization. In commonality Ben Masilo and I went with them. It was in the course of a highly polarizing peroration that the MCP Minister asked us then: ‘Who do you think you are?’ In line with that final paragraph in the letter the mission’s leader replied as follows: ‘Honourable Minister, we are nobodies.’ It was only then that this dyed-in-the-wool party politician got silent. After some soundless minutes Masilo repeated his response: ‘we are nobodies’. When, in the end, the conversation was resumed, the sphere had completely changed. The message of human dignity – everyone is a somebody – had been conveyed through its antonym.





Theology implies the ability to transmit a transcendental structure to the interpretation of day-to-day life with its sorrows and joys, its problems and challenges. Thus, it was in the concrete context of the fight for political transition in Malawi that a certain message from Philippians 2, some words that can easily remain hanging in the air – ‘not through strife or vainglory but in lowliness of mind’, ‘making himself of no reputation’ and ‘humbling himself’ – suddenly changed the nature of a whole polemic exchange. ‘Mission’, states Cephas Omenyo, ‘has always been possible where there is a dynamic intercultural exchange which results in a theology that underpins and sustains it.’​[14]​ This applies to the human rights mission as well. Not by the might of international treaties and mechanisms such as the country resolutions of the UN Commission on Human Rights but through the belief in human dignity as a spiritual force, the message is conveyed in a way in which it gets alive in a concrete context. Indeed, the struggle for democracy, genuine development and human rights in Africa today has to become an upstream effort in the first place. Downstream support from a Northern context can exert positive effects only if the spiritual forces within the continent itself are recognized, understood and built upon. Africa, I should like to repeat, suffers not just from one secluded ‘false start’ at the beginning of political independence. A major challenge still remains to overcome the false starts of slavery and colonialism. This determines Africa’s struggle for justice as an upstream endeavor in the first place, requiring inspiration from within, rooted in African culture and the way in which religion is experienced at the local level. 
Consequently, it is not so much in academic books but in pastoral letters written in the midst of anxiety and tension, and in open exchanges between those holding political power and humble members of Christian communities, that mission becomes possible, including that mission based on the need to protect everyone’s human dignity. That conviction pervades Hans Visser’s accounts of his many visits to African churches, too. In his report of a trip to Rwanda, for example, not long after the genocide, he refers to a new focus already proclaimed by the All Africa Conference of Churches in 1990: ‘Towards a Theology of Reconstruction’.​[15]​ That orientation may well pertain to styles of leadership and accountability, too.
In his Preface to a major study on ‘Religious Human Rights in Global Perspective’, archbishop Desmond Tutu, himself a living testimony to the great potential of upstream personal strength, refers to that old narrative concerning African relations with the Europeans: ‘First we had the land and they had the Bible; then, after we had shut our eyes to pray, it appeared that now they had the land and we the Bible.’ Amazingly, he turns the whole message around:
	
	It would, on the surface, appear as if we had struck a bad bargain, but the fact of the 	matter is that we came out of that transaction a great deal better off than when we 	started. The point is that we were given a priceless gift in the word of God: the gospel 	of salvation, the good news of God’s love for us that is given so utterly unconditionally. 	But even more wonderful is the fact that we were given the most subversive, most 	revolutionary thing around. Those who may have wanted to exploit us and to subject us 	to injustice and oppression should really not have given us the Bible, because that 	placed dynamite under their nefarious schemes. ​[16]​ 

‘The Bible’, Tutu goes on to say, ‘makes some quite staggering assertions about human beings which came to be the foundations of the culture of basic human rights that have become so commonplace in our day and age.’ Indeed, whereas international human rights do not in any way refer to spiritual roots of the conviction that human dignity must be protected against any abuse of power, in an African setting it is abundantly clear that human rights is a mission that cannot be separated from people’s religious convictions and commitment.
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